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1. Introduction 
The brown long-eared bat (Plecotus 
auritus) is a breeding resident within 
the UK and is found throughout 
Europe. It is also known to occur at 
high latitudes (up to 64°N), where the 
climate is cool and more changeable 
(Stebbings, 1970, cited in Swift 1998, 
pp.6-7).  The brown long-eared bat is 
considered common in Denmark 
(Eurobats, Danish Report 2010), and 
in central and southern Sweden where 
it occurs as far north as 63° - 64°N 
(Ahlén & Gerell, 1989; Mitchell-Jones 
et al. 1999; Eurobats, Swedish Report 
2006).  It is considered to be present 
at similar latitudes in Norway, southern 
Finland and Estonia (Swift, 1998, pp.6-
7; Eurobats, Norwegian Report 2010).  
Dietz et al. 2009 describes the species 
to be present throughout the whole of 
Europe, north to 63°- 64°N. 
 
The brown long-eared bat is widely 
considered to be non-migratory and 
sedentry (Altringham, 2003, p.131; 
Harris & Yalden, 2008, p.368; Swift 
1998, p.119).  Kunz & Fenton (2003, 
Table 4.3, p.170) and Popa-Lisseanu 
& Voigt (2009) do not recognise the 
brown long-eared bat as a migrant, or 
partial migrant.  Dietz et al. (2009, p. 
350) consider it to be a very sedentary 
species, noting that migration of over 
30km was rare and usually related to 
dispersing immature males.  Hutterer 
et al. (2005, p.102-103) identifies the 
brown long-eared bat as a sedentary 
species with seasonal movements of a 
few kilometres, with the longest known 
movement in Europe of 90km.  
However, the latter authors do 
recognise one reference (Corbet, 
1970) where brown long-eared bats 

were noted on lightships in the North 
Sea (as does Harris & Yalden, 2008, 
p.368), which may indicate occasional 
migrations.  Moussy et al. (2012), 
acknowledge that in temperate 
climates, the brown long-eared bat 
may relocate within the same area, 
with seasonal movements of >100km 
being rare. 
 
Figure 1 – Brown long-eared bat 
within its known breeding range in 
North Highland (September). 

 
 
2. Brown long-eared bats in North 
Highland and the Northern Isles 
The brown long-eared bat is a regular 
resident within parts of Highland 
Region, scarce in northern North 
Highland (Scott, 2011; Harris & 
Yalden, 2008).  In the Northern Isles it 
is considered rare/vagrant or an 
unusual visitor outwith its normal 
range (Harvey, 2014; Berry 2000; 
Harris & Yalden, 2008).  Haddow & 
Herman (2005) and Harvey (2014) 
suggest that there are no known 
resident brown long-eared bats in 
Shetland and bats recorded there 
have been vagrants. 
 
The most northerly known 
breeding/communal roosts are 
currently in the Brora and Lairg areas 
of Sutherland.  However, one roost 
(considered to be brown long-eared) of 
unknown status was recorded north of 
Lairg (Scott, 2011).  Table 1 (Annex A) 
and Figure 2 below show all records of 
brown long-eared bats outwith their 
known breeding range. 
 
 
 



 

 

Ten out of the 15 brown long-eared 
bat records are from the autumn; 
August, September and October 
periods. Two have unknown months of 
observation and the other records 
occur from the winter, perhaps a fall-
over from the autumn period.  
However, there are no confirmed 
records from the main breeding 
season period (May, June or July) 
when arguably this species is most 
likely to come into contact with 
humans through roosting in domestic 
premises.   
 
The three August records occurred 
before 18 August, which can be 
considered to fall just within the very 
end of the breeding season in northern 
Scotland (own obs.). 
 
There is uncertainty whether the 
record from Kylestrome area (a tree 
roost) involved several brown long-
eared bats or may have just related to 
a single individual.   
 
Fig. 2 – Distribution of brown long-
eared bats recorded from Highland 
and the Northern Isles. 

 
 
Grey – Within known breeding range 
Black – Outwith known breeding range. 
 
3. Discussion 
Racey, et al. (2004) suggests that the 
absence of the brown long-eared bat 
from Orkney and Shetland may be 

connected with lack of woodland on 
which it is normally strongly 
dependant.  However, a few locations 
in Orkney support mature broadleaved 
woodland foraging habitat (i.e. 
Shapinsay, Rousay, Hoy and Orkney 
Mainland), often associated with large 
traditional houses (potential roost 
sites).  In addition, northern North 
Highland also supports similar areas of 
mature broadleaved woodland with 
potential roost structures nearby (e.g.  
Berriedale, Dunbeath, Latheronwheel, 
Reay, Castletown, Loch Hope and 
Tongue, etc.).  Therefore, it could be 
argued that suitable habitat does exist 
to support small colonies of brown 
long-eared bats in these very northern 
locations. It is however acknowledged 
that these woodland areas are 
fragmented, often over large areas.  
Shetland also supports some small 
areas (c. 1ha) of coniferous, broad-
leaved and mixed woodland 
plantations, as well as a few relict 
ancient trees (P. Harvey, pers. 
comm.).   
 
If northern colonies of resident brown 
long-eared bats do exist, it is possible 
that they may be small colonies (due 
to restricted woodland habitat) and 
could be under-recorded, especially 
due to their quite calls which can be 
difficult to detect (Scott, 2011). 
 
However, at this present time, 
available literature, data and expert 
opinion, strongly suggests that brown 
long-eared bats are not resident 
(breeding) in northern North Highland, 
Orkney or Shetland.  If this is indeed 
the case, this calls into question where 
these bats are coming from in order to 
reach these remote and isolated 
places.  In addition to the possibility of 
small colonies going undetected, there 
could be two other reasons for the 
bats occurrence; dispersal from other 
UK sites from the south (i.e. southern 
North Highland within their breeding 
range) or vagrants from the continent 
(e.g. Scandinavia or northern Europe).  
These options and other related issues 
are discussed in more detail below.  



 

 

3.1 Dispersal 
The furthest known distance travelled 
by a brown long-eared bat in Europe is 
90km (Hutterer, et al. 2005).  Dietz, et 
al. 2009, states that based on 30,000 
ringed bats in Europe, movements of 
over 30km were rarely recorded, and 
usually related to dispersing young 
males.  Philopatry of both sexes has 
been observed in the northern parts of 
Scotland, but male dispersal has been 
shown to occur in Germany (Entwistle 
et al. 2000).  
 
The distance from the most northern 
known roost colony in North Highland 
is approximately 113km from Kirkwall, 
Orkney and 300km from Lerwick, 
Shetland. Thus, the distance for North 
Highland bats to populate the Northern 
Isles would far exceed the maximum 
recorded movement of dispersing 
brown long-eared bats.   
 
3.2 Vagrancy from the continent 
Fleming & Eby (2003, p.158) identify 
that bats which spend their summers 
at northern latitudes (>40°N) may well 
have more tendency for migration 
and/or hibernation.  Fleming & Eby 
(2003, p. 169) state that partial 
migration is common in bats, with 
some species migrating substantial 
distances that are also sedentary 
within in the same parts of their range. 
Fraser, et al. (2012) suggests that in 
Tri-coloured bats, it is preferable for 
some individuals at the northern extent 
of their range to migrate south rather 
than hibernate through long winters. 
 
However, during studies of migrating 
bats in southern Sweden,  Ahlén, et al. 
(2009), recorded only one brown long-
eared bat at a coastal migration site 
(where many other bat species were 
being recorded).  Even though one 
brown long-eared bat has been noted 
on a coastal island (Michaelsen, et al., 
2003) there is currently no evidence to 
suggest that there are long distance 
movements of brown long-eared bats 
from Western Norway.  However, 
there is also recognition of the lack of 
knowledge on migrating bats from this 

area (T. Chr Michaelsen pers. comm.).  
In addition, between 1988 and 2007, 
no brown long-eared bats were noted 
from offshore platforms in Dutch sector 
of North Sea (Boshamer & Bekker, 
2008). 
 
Accidental introduction (e.g. animals 
transported within freight ship cargo, 
transport luggage, etc.) of brown long-
eared bats to the Northern Isles (and 
the offshore record in Table 1, 
involving one individual) cannot be 
ruled out.  However, Corbett (1970) 
details a group of bats in flight 
observed offshore in the North Sea, 
considered to be brown long-eared 
bats, which are unlikely to be assisted 
by accidental introduction.    
 
Altringham (2003), p72, highlights that 
the brown long-eared bat rarely 
forages far from their roost and does 
not fly long distances. In addition, 
there is likely to be drag from their long 
ears reducing flight efficiency.  
Entwistle et al. (2000) also identifies 
that limited distance movements of 
brown long-eared bats are consistent 
with expectations based upon wing 
morphology (i.e. distinctive short broad 
wings).  These comments suggest that 
this species is not suited to long 
distance migration due to its 
physiology, with low flight efficiency. 
 
It is also possible that any vagrant 
brown long-eared bats occurring in 
other parts of the UK will mix with 
resident populations which will make it 
impossible to determine vagrants from 
resident individuals through normal 
methods of detection. Specifically 
studying bat presence at northern 
locations where certain resident 
species are known to be absent or at 
coastal bird migration hot-spots (e.g. 
North Ronaldsay and Isle of May, etc.) 
(Archer, et al., 2010) could help us to 
understand more about migrant bat 
movements in Scotland. 
 
3.3 Conservation significance 
It is important to have good knowledge 
of protected species distribution within 



 

 

the UK so that sound decisions can be 
made to maintain favourable 
conservation status within their natural 
range (JNCC, 2007).  Therefore, 
knowing the northern natural breeding 
range of the brown long-eared bat in 
Scotland could have some 
conservation significance for this 
protected species. 
 
Should records of brown long-eared 
bat in northern North Highland and the 
Northern Isles consist largely of UK 
dispersals or vagrants (recorded 
outwith the main breeding season), 
then this has the potential to influence 
decisions over the normal range of the 
species so that the true northern 
breeding range can be identified.  For 
example, just because an autumn 
brown long-eared bat is noted in north 
Caithness may not necessarily mean 
they are resident and reflect natural 
breeding range (even though the 
species is considered largely 
sedentary!). 
 
3.4 Future survey work 
Table 1 presents records of brown 
long-eared bats known to date, but 
how many go unnoticed in the hours of 
darkness during autumn?  How many 
bats pass by quickly or perish without 
us even knowing?  If we consider that 
it is very unlikely that all brown long-
eared bats reaching northern North 
Highland, Orkney & Shetland are 
moribund and subsequently found, 
then it is likely that the true frequency 
of brown long-eared bat records could 
be higher than that presented in this 
review.  
 
This review highlights the potential for 
a collaborative bat project involving 
northern Bat Groups and other bat 
researchers to find out more about 
brown long-eared bats discovered in 
the very north of the Scotland.  
Investigations using modern 
techniques, which have aided and 
advanced our understanding of bat 
movements, could be a future 
possibility in this part of Scotland 
(Popa-Lisseanu & Voigt, 2009; 

Moussy, et al. 2012).  For example, 
accessing brown long-eared bats 
(under licence) to assess genetic 
markers or/and stable isotopes could 
be aided either through provision of 
strategically sited bat box schemes 
or/and occasional trapping sessions 
during the autumn period (using sonic 
lure).  However, the frequency with 
which brown long-eared bats occur in 
these extreme northern parts of 
Scotland is a mystery and therefore 
such a project is likely to require a high 
level of effort with an unknown level of 
return. 
 
4. Conclusion 
There appears to be little published 
sources explaining why brown long-
eared bats occur outwith their known 
breeding range and where they 
originate from.  Therefore, this short 
review helps to present the possible 
reasons for their occurrence in 
northern North Highland and the 
Northern Isles. 
 

 
Brown long-eared bat (© BCT). 

 
Occasional records of brown long-
eared bats occurring outwith their 
known regular range could relate to; 
an unknown resident population, 
dispersing animals from other parts of 
the UK (post-breeding), accidental 
introduction or vagrants migrating from 
the continent.  From the information 
presented within this review, it is not 
yet possible to pinpoint which of the 
possible explanations result in the 
presence of the brown long-eared bat 
outwith their known breeding range.  
What is clear; is that targeted survey 
work could help to try to clarify the 



 

 

situation (even though this may be 
challenging!).   
 
5. Acknowledgements 
The following assisted with queries on 
brown long-eared bats; Ingemar Ahlén 
(Sweden), Tim Dean (Orkney Bat 
Group Recorder), Alison Duncan 
(North Ronaldsay Bird Observatory, 
Orkney), Ian Evans, Paul Harvey 
(Shetland Biological Records Centre), 
Kjell Isaksen (Norway), Murdo 
Macdonald (Highland Biological 
Recording Group), Tore Chr 
Michaelsen (Norway), Andy Summers 
and Sue Swift. 
 
May 2014. 
 
6. References 
Ahlén, I and Gerell, R. (1989).  
Distribution and status of bats in 
Sweden.  In: European Bat Research 
1987 (Hanak, V., Horacek, I. and 
Gaisler, J., eds.) Charles University 
Press, Prague: pp. 319-325. In Swift, 
S. M. (1998), Long-eared bats. T & A 
D Poyser Natural History. 
 
Ahlén, I., Baagøe, H.J. & Bach, L. 
(2009). Behaviour of Scandinavian 
bats during migration and foraging at 
sea. Journal of Mammology, 90(6): 
1318-1323.  
 
Altringham, J.D. (2003). British Bats.  
The New Naturalist, Harper Collins 
Publishers. 
 
Archer, M., Grantham, M., Howlett, P. 
& Stansfield, S. (2010). Bird 
Observatories of Britain and Ireland.  T 
& A D Poyser, London. 
 
Boshamer, J.P.C. & Bekker, J.P. 
(2008).  Nathusius’ pipistrelle 
(Pipistrellus nathusii) and other 
species of bats on offshore platforms 
in the Dutch sector of the North Sea. 
Lutra, 51, (1): 17-36. 
 
Corbett, C.G. (1970). Vagrant bats in 
Shetland and the North Sea. Journal 
of Zoology, 161, pp. 281-282. 
 

Dietz, C., Helversen, O & Nill, D. 
(2009). Bats of Britain, Europe & 
Northwest Africa. A & C Black. 
 
Entwistle, A.C., Racey, P.A., 
Speakman, J.R. (2000).  Social and 
population structure of a gleaning bat, 
Plecotus Auritus.  Journal of Zoology, 
252: pp.11-17. 
 
Eurobats – Denmark Report (2010). 
Report on implementation of the 
agreement in Denmark 2007-2009.  
Agreement on the conservation of bats 
in Europe. 
http://www.eurobats.org/documents/pd
f/National_Reports/nat_rep_Dk_2010.
pdf  (Accessed 23 October 2012). 
 
Eurobats – Norway Report (2010). 
National Report 2010 on the 
implementation of the agreement in 
Norway.  The Agreement on the 
Conservation of Populations of 
European Bats.  
http://www.eurobats.org/documents/pd
f/National_Reports/nat_rep_Nor_2010.
pdf  (Accessed 23 October 2012). 
 
Eurobats – Sweden Report (2006). 
National Implementation Report from 
Sweden 2006.  Agreement on the 
conservation of bats in Europe. 
http://www.eurobats.org/documents/pd
f/National_Reports/nat_rep_Swe_2006
.pdf  (Accessed 23 October 2012). 
 
Fleming, T.H. & Eby, P. (2003), In 
Kunz & Brock Fenton (2003), Bat 
Ecology.  The University of Chicago 
Press, Chicago and London. 
 
Fraser, E.E., McGuire, L.P., Eger, J.L., 
Longstaffe, F.J. & Fenton, M.B. 
(2012). Evidence of Latitudinal 
Migration in Tri-coloured Bats, 
Perimyotis subflavus. PLoS ONE 7(2): 
e31419. 
http://www.plosone.org/article/info:doi/
10.1371/journal.pone.0031419. 
(Accessed 30 October 2012). 
 
Haddow & Herman (2005). Recorded 
distribution of bats in Scotland.  
Scottish Bats, 5; 35-47. 



 

 

 
Harvey, P (2014). The occurrence of 
bats in Shetland.  Scottish Bats, Vol. 6. 
 
Hutterer, R., Ivanova, T., Meyer-
Cords, C. & Rodrigues, L. (2005). Bat 
Migrations in Europe: A Review of 
Banding Data and Literature. Federal 
Agency for Nature Conservation, Bonn 
2005. 
 
Joint Nature Conservation Committee 
(JNCC) (2007). Second Report by the 
UK under Article 17 on the 
implementation of the Habitats  
Directive from January 2001 to 
December 2006. Peterborough: JNCC. 
Available from: 
www.jncc.gov.uk/article17 
http://jncc.defra.gov.uk/pdf/Article17/F
CS2007-S1326-Final.pdf 
 
Kunz, T.H. & Brock Fenton, M (Eds.) 
(2003), Bat Ecology. The University of 
Chicago Press, Chicago and London. 
 
Michaelsen, T.C., Grimstad, K.J., 
Soot, K.M., Hegget, J. & Jordal, J.B. 
(2003). Kartlegging av flaggermus i 
Møre og Romsdal. Kunnskapsstatus 
2002. (Bats in Møre og Romsdal 
county) – The Norwegian Zoological 
Society, report no. 10, 25 pp. (In 
Norwegian). 
 
Mitchell-Jones, A.J., Amori, G., 
Bogdanowicz, W., Kryštufek, B., 
Reijnders, P.J.H., Spitzenberger, F., 
Stubbe, M., Thissen, J.B.M., Vohralik, 
V. and Zima, J. (1999). The Atlas or 
European Mammals.  T & A D Poyser 
Natural History.  
 
Moussy, C., Hosken, D.J., Mathews, 
F., Smith, G.C., Aegerter, J.N., 
Bearhop, S. (2012). Migration and 

dispersal patterns of bats and their 
influence on genetic structure.  
Mammal Review. Vol. 43, Issue 3, pp. 
183-195, July 2013. 
 
Popa-Lisseanu, A.G. & Voigt, C.C. 
(2009). Bats on the move. Journal of 
Mammology, 90(6): 1283-1289. 
 
Racey, P.A., Raynor, R. and Pritchard, 
S. (2004) Eds. A review of European 
Bat Lyssavirus (EBLV) and the status 
of bats in Scotland.  Scottish Natural 
Heritage Commissioned Report no. 
063 (ROAME No. F03AC318). 
 
Shetland Biological Records Centre 
(SBRC undated). Nature in Shetland. 
http://www.nature-
shetland.co.uk/brc/bats.htm  
(Accessed 29 August 2012). 
 
Scott, R. (2011) Ed. Atlas of Highland 
Land Mammals. Published by 
Highland Biological Recording Group. 
 
Stebbings, R.E. (1970).  A 
comparative study of Plecotus auritus 
and Plecotus austriacus (Chiroptera, 
Vespertilionidae) inhabiting one roost.  
Bijdragen tot de Dierkunde, 40(1): pp 
91-94.  In Swift, S. M. (1998), Long-
eared bats. T & A D Poyser Natural 
History. 
 
Swift, S. M. (1998), Long-eared bats. T 
& A D Poyser Natural History. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
Annex A 
 
Table 1 - All records of brown long-eared bats in North Highland, Orkney & 
Shetland north of known breeding range 
___________________________________________________________________ 
Year Month  Location  Region  Grid Ref. 
1931 February Start Point, Sanday Orkney  HY74 
1947 December Lerwick, Shetland Shetland HU44 
1948 October  Holm, Mainland  Orkney  ND59 
1972 Unknown Reafirth, Shetland Shetland HU58 
1980 Unknown Reay, Caithness N. Highland NC69 
1980’s Aug/Sept Kylestrome, Sutherland N. Highland NC13# 
1987 March  Sumburgh, Shetland Shetland HU31 
1987 August  Sandwick, Mainland Orkney  HY22 
1992 September Papa Westray  Orkney  HY45 
1995 August  North Sea platform N/A  Unknown. 
2006  September North Ronaldsay BO. Orkney  HY75 
2010 October  Lybster, Caithness N. Highland ND23 
2010 September Wick, Caithness  N. Highland ND35 
2012 October  Loch Hope, Sutherland N. Highland NC45 
2013 August  Lerwick   Shetland HU44 
 
Taken from Scott et al. (2011); Shetland Biological Records Centre and Orkney Field Club 
data. # = Record not within Scott et al. (2011). 
 


